Making the Private Public
How can we not feel anxious about making private words public, revealing confidential statements made in the context of a relationship based on a trust that can only be established between two individuals? True, everyone we talked to agreed to let use their statements as we saw fit. But no contract carries as many unspoken conditions as one based on trust. In the first place, we had to protect the people who confided in us, in particular, by changing the names of places and individuals to prevent identification. Above all, we had to protect them from the dangers of misinterpretation (Bourdieu 2000 : 1).
Bourdieu's question about the inevitable anxieties one feels when faced with the responsibility of 'making private words public' has particular relevance to theatre practitioners who stage the words of real people. Here in Britain, this type of theatre, a manifestation of documentary theatre is more commonly referred to as 'verbatim' theatre, a term first introduced in the academy by Derek Paget who described it as: a form of theatre firmly predicated upon the taping of and subsequent transcription of interviews with 'ordinary' people, done in the context of research into a particular region, subject area, issue, event, or combination of these things. This primary source is then transformed into a text which is acted, usually by the performers who collected the material in the first place. (1987: 317) More recently Hammond and Steward while acknowledging that the term verbatim 'refers to the origins of the text spoken in the play ' (2008: 9) have referred to it as a technique rather than a form. Whether one sees 'verbatim' as a technique or a form of theatre, the fact that these plays use the words of real people and transfer them from the private to the public signifies the presence of certain responsibilities and demands that are not central to more ? (2006: 89) In this article I want to discuss some of the demands and challenges that I encountered when writing three plays which incorporated the words of real people. My process which has involved interviewing, transcribing, writing, directing and sometimes performing in these plays gives me a rich opportunity to answer some of the questions outlined above by commenting on some of the challenges I faced when attempting to transfer these conversations from the private arena of the interview to the public one of the theatre. These challenges of resituating personal narratives in performance are examined here from the reflective perspective of the playwright/director. Accordingly, the focus of this article draws on my experience in creating and delivering performances of these three plays examining the questions that arise when personal narratives connect and collide with the demands and challenges of the theatre. It discusses in particular some of the challenges that I encountered during the writing period, rehearsals and performance stages of each play particularly around issues of re-presentation and responsibility.
Other than Bella Merlin's writings on her role as an actor in The Permanent Way i , there is little scholarship addressing the actual challenges actors face when working with this type of text ii . The latter half of the article addresses these challenges. My findings are based on my participation and observation of these challenges, specifically those caused by the ramifications of the performance of testimony in the absence of those who have testified.
This has particular significance in these plays as the actor is faced with the task of testifying directly to the audience in the first person having not met with the real person. Each of the three plays I have written has presented this challenge in a unique and particular way (discussed in more detail below). In order to set the work in context I begin by explaining how and why I began making this type of theatre before offering a brief description of the genesis of each play. potential young drivers about the consequences of their driving behaviour. The play consists of three male characters 'Jack', whose son Simon was killed in a road traffic collision, 'Nick', who was sitting in the back seat next to Simon when the car crashed and 'David' a retired paramedic. All three characters directly address the audience. 'Jack' and 'Nick' recall their memory of the night Simon was killed while 'Dave' speaks about the impact attending road traffic collisions had has on his life.
Context

Rewriting the personal narrative for theatre
Performance scholar Kristin Langellier (1999: 130) experienced ' (1997: 34) . When a person recounts their narrative of a firsthand experience before a listener, they are in essence testifying. 'Testimony', according to Coady 'puts us in touch with the perceptions, memories, and inferences of others ' (1994: 78 ' (in Carlson, 2008: 68) . He further suggests that the speaker's aim is 'to produce in his hearers not only belief but also an imaginative and affective involvement in the state of affairs he is representing' which in turn enables the hearer to make 'an evaluative stance towards it ' (2008: 68) . Therefore my aim when resituating these narratives in the script is to retain as much of that narrative as possible in order to retain this essence of the testimonies that I had gathered and to allow an audience to experience something similar to what I experienced. To 'rewrite' the testimony is to fail to recognise its particular significance and relevance.
The people who shared their stories with me did so, not just because they had a story to tell, but because they felt -and I felt -that sharing the details of their experience with a community of listeners might prevent someone else from finding themselves in a similar predicament. Performance scholar Kristin Langellier (1999: 210) Walking Away six women seated at tables with audience members speak directly to them about their experiences of domestic violence, and in Under Pressure three men recall to the audience the manner in which they were affected personally by road traffic collisions.
The Problem of Representing Others
When words are spoken to a playwright during the course of an interview, not only are the interviewees communicating with the playwright, they are also communicating with future audiences. In her article on performing personal narratives, D. Soyini Madison (1998: 283) cautions that 'our "representing" most often carries with it political ramifications far beyond the reach of the performance'. Similarly in Digging Up Stories: Applied Theatre, Performance and War, James Thompson (2005: 25-26) warns that 'theatre projects that dig up narratives, experiences and remembrances' must be treated with extreme care as they can 'blame, enact revenge, and foster animosity as much as they can develop dialogue, respect or comfort'. The possibility that who is being represented in the testimony and for what purpose, can have significance beyond the realm of performance is something that I was mindful of throughout my process.
As it transpired a significant number of concerns, ranging from legal to personal, particularly in relation to third parties implicated in the testimonies presented themselves during the process of writing these three plays. In Less Than A Year, one of the key issues that I faced regarding third party representation, was the negative manner in which individuals who worked for the Irish Health Services were referred to in the parent's testimony. During my meeting with them, the parents relayed to me that they felt, for a variety of reasons, that their daughter had been murdered by the Irish medical authorities.
After her death, the mother had commissioned a doctor in the United Kingdom to compile a report assessing the treatment that her daughter had received. The report, however, found that the daughter had received the necessary care and the parents decided not to pursue the case any further. Nevertheless when I met with them they were still very angry about how they had been treated by the Irish medical authorities; something which came across quite strongly in their recollection of events. In the following example the father recalls how the consultant replied when they asked him what a particular term meant in relation to their daughter's illness:
Father He said, "it's like this your either pregnant or your not pregnant".
That's what it means, just shouting at me across the desk… "that's what it means" he said. "It's good but you either have it or you don't and that's it". And he said, "I'm telling you", he says, "and I want you to tell your wife that your daughter is dying and have no doubt about it". …This is shouting at me… "Have no doubt about it that your daughter is goin to die. Now get that through your head".
And in this example the mother recalls the consultant's response when she asked about any other treatment options that might be available:
Mother: 'Is there anywhere we could get her help, anywhere we could go?' He said, "No, I am the best doctor in the world. And he said, "I am in awe of my own genius. I'm the best doctor in the world and this is the best hospital in the world. She's not goin to get any better treatment anywhere in the world…"
The parent's recollection of those months leading up to their daughter's death however revealed a lot more than just how they were treated by the medical profession. Cancer affects many families in Ireland and my hope was that by placing this story in the public domain it might 'develop dialogue, respect or [provide] comfort' to audiences. I was concerned therefore that if this script was to be made public the potential for blame and animosity that it could foster might outweigh some of the benefits of sharing the story. I did not want the play to be seen as an attempt to negate the excellent care and service provided by many individuals within the Irish Health Services.
Walking Away, had similar issues concerning third party representations, only in this instance the concern was one of privacy. The women I interviewed were participants in a programme called 'Breaking the Silence' vii . The play was an attempt to literally break the silence surrounding domestic violence while simultaneously raising awareness and showing that it was possible for women to leave violent relationships. For the women, there was a concern for privacy because of the potential ramifications from speaking out, partially driven by their desire not to cause pain to those implicated in their testimony. They particularly voiced concern about how other people, mainly their children and other family members, might be affected. This was paramount from the outset of the process. Furthermore, there was still an element of concern about what people might think which was fuelled by a sense of shame that they were somehow to blame for the abuse to which they had been subjected. In addition, not everyone knew about the abuse that they had suffered, and in some cases those that did were not aware of its extent. This influenced my decision to have six anonymous women recall their experiences of domestic abuse. In the script they are simply listed as 'Woman 1' -'6'. All of the original women who spoke were given a copy of the script to read prior to performance so that they could change any details they felt uncomfortable with.
The implications of third-party representation were also of concern when attempting to write the script for Under Pressure. The story that I had been told by both father and friend included details of a controversial court case that occurred in the aftermath of the collision. Both the father and the friend had spoken to me about how they felt the truth concerning certain details of the collision had been ignored. They were very angry that not only had no charges been brought against the driver, but also that he never showed remorse in court nor did he make any attempt to contact 'Simon's' family afterwards. Furthermore, he and his girlfriend had even suggested that 'Nick' had been the one driving. As such the driver of the car and his girlfriend who were travelling in the car were both implicated in the real father and friend's testimonies. I considered interviewing the driver and his girlfriend to get their side of the story but in the end decided not to as I felt the case details would overshadow the purpose behind and significance of why I wanted to use this father and the friend's testimony. The aim of the project was to educate teenagers about how the choices that they make when driving or travelling as passengers in cars may have devastating and even fatal consequences. Both the father and Simon's friend's recollections of the events leading up to the collision provided a clear example of how a decision made under the influence of alcohol resulted in death and also showed the personal impact of the consequences of losing a loved one in such a manner.
Letting It Breathe -Part two: Performing Testimonies
In my attempt to transfer this material onto the page is such a way that it can be spoken accurately in performance my writing process begins with a nuanced and careful transcription of the interviews that I have conducted. In the attempt to retain a sense of the argues that how this is negotiated is dependent on what is being represented and why such a representation is being made. In the case of all three of my plays the actor's task was to represent the telling of a story. These stories were being told for very specific reasons, and often the telling was as important as the details contained within the story.
During rehearsals it became apparent that working with these texts was placing different demands on the actors from those they had previously faced when working with more conventional texts. These included mastering another's speech patterns, the fear of misrepresenting the real person who had told the story in the first place and directly addressing the audience. In these particular plays the actor was faced with the challenge of embodying material sourced from real people who for various reasons were not able, or did not wish, to speak themselves before an audience. Although the actors had not embodied the actual experiences that were being testified to, they were nevertheless implicated in the act of testifying in the first person before a very present audience. The actors therefore were faced, not just with re-presenting the testimony in an authentic manner and inhabiting the world of the testifier during the performance, but also the responsibility of speaking for that person.
Thus rather than focusing on being the 'psychologically whole' character, which most of the actors were used to, their primary task was to embody the words previously spoken by real people so that they could speak them in performance without losing their original significance and intent. It became clear that the actor needed to avoid over-emotionalising the text so that the testimony could find the space to breathe. This required surrendering to the words and trusting that they contained the 'echoes of the other's utterance'. Observing her fellow actors in The Permanent Way 1 , Bella Merlin noted 'that the more simple the acting style and the less cluttered the physical vocabulary or the vocal colouring, the more deeply moving the performances could be ' (2007: 48) . This was something I also observed during rehearsals of these plays.
In order to help the actor get out of the way and let the testimonies breathe I asked them to pay particular attention to the punctuation. Each piece of punctuation is as a result of a choice that I have made and one that is informed by a very careful listening to what I hear.
I try to notate it as I hear it without actually interpreting what the person says. The punctuation is intended to assist the actors in telling the story as accurately as possible. In turn as a director I ask the actors to adhere strictly to the punctuation as I believe this can help the actor to unlock both the tempo and the rhythm of the way the original person spoke.
Working with the punctuation was like working with a musical score which the actor had to pay as much attention to as the words. When working on these plays, both accountability and responsibility were foremost in our minds throughout the process. The actors in all three plays expressed a fear of misrepresenting those on whose behalf they were speaking. They were afraid that any such mean that night it was/ I did feel in a way that maybe there was in a way/ that the humour was coming too much to the fore because it was far more serious and, you know, I felt like in a way that, you know, and I sometimes feel it that maybe because I put humour, I cover up with humour then I'm not taken seriously. I want to be taken seriously. I DO NOT want to be the clown all my life covering up things with humour and even sometimes here (referring to the refuge), on an ordinary day someone might say to me... Mary* we missed you, you've a great sense of humour. I can't sometimes live up to that, I can't do it.
And I won't anymore, not now. (Woman 4, 2008) Here I am reminded of what Paget (1987: 324) refers to as 'an awareness of theatricality that is ultimately informing the whole operation'. When working with the testimony of real people I am constantly aware that the issue of interpretation has implications beyond the realm of the performance.
Conclusion -what the actors say
To conclude I offer a selection of short testimonies given by some of the actors that worked on these plays. I also found the vernacular of the woman whose story I told very difficult at first but as rehearsals went on it was this in fact that allowed me to understand her essence and hopefully helped me tell her story as she told it. In the end though I had to treat it as just words in order to learn it.
John Palmer who played the role of David the paramedic in Under Pressure commented on how he saw his role:
to represent, as accurately as I could, the character which emerged to me from the words I was given rather than to try to make the part compelling or amusing for the audience which can often, quite justifiably, be the motivation when interpreting more conventional scripts.
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